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Character is the bedrock on which

the edifice of leadership rests. . . .

Without [character], particularly in

the military profession, failure in

peace, disaster in war or, at best,

mediocrity in both will result.

—Gen Matthew Ridgway
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THE IN TENT OF the cur rent Air Force
core val ues ini tia tive is both no ble
and vi tally im por tant. The ini tia tive
con sists of the pub li ca tion United

States Air Force Core Val ues (also known as the
Lit tle Blue Book )1 and three ma jor strate gies: a
school house “weave” (edu ca tion), a field

weave (lead er ship ele ment), and a con tinua -
tion phase. It also in cludes The Gu ru’s Guide
and a four- day course that pre pares gu rus to
help with this pro gram.2 Un like the core val -
ues ini tia tive of 1993, the cur rent pro gram
does not seem to be in dan ger of drift ing away 
due to ne glect.

*My Special thanks to friends, scholars, and colleagues who provided the encouragement and editorial assistance that made this
article possible.



Global En gage ment: A Vi sion for the 21st
Cen tury Air Force high lights the im por tance of 
our core val ues and sets the stage for the fu -
ture Air Force.3 With its com pre hen sive and
co he sive ar chi tec ture, the cur rent pro gram
may be one of the best de signed ones from an
over all pol icy per spec tive.4 It also in cludes
some in no va tive teach ing meth ods and tech -
niques.

Over all, the peo ple in volved in the ini tia -
tive should be com mended for their ef forts.
How ever, we need to ana lyze and ad dress sev -
eral trou bling para digm shifts in or der to im -
prove this pro gram, which is so criti cal to the
fu ture of the Air Force.

His tori cally, char ac ter edu ca tion has al -
ways been in te gral to the mili tary pro fes sion
in West ern cul ture. Ar is totle, the teacher of
Al ex an der the Great, de vel oped a the ory of

phi loso phy in terms of ex cel lent char ac ter
traits or vir tues. Ar is totle be lieved that one
can be come an ex cel lent per son by per form -
ing ex cel lent ac tions un til do ing so be comes
ha bit ual. “Over the cen tu ries the pro fes sion
of arms has de vel oped a number of prin ci ples, 
traits, ritu als and codes that have served sol -
diers, in peace and war, very well.”5 In this
coun try, we have com bined the great wis dom
of the sages and have en cour aged the re lig -
ious and spiri tual as pects of life, dat ing from
our first com mander in chief.6

In a the sis re cently com pleted at the Air
Force In sti tute of Tech nol ogy, Greg ory J.
Dierker iden ti fies sig nifi cant changes to the
most re cent Air Force val ues ini tia tive.  On the 
posi tive side, changes have oc curred that in -
clude more com mander in volve ment and a
fo cus on the ethi cal en vi ron ment. On the
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Table 1

A Comparison of USAF Values Initiatives

Emphasis on
Character

Development

Level of
Chaplain

Involvement

Spiritual
Emphasis

Ethical
Environmenta

Major Emphasis

1997 Core Values
Initiative No Very Little Very Little Yes

1993 Core Values
Initiative Yes Involved

Indirect: More
than 1997 No

Adult Values
Education (1974) Yes High

Relatively
High No

Moral Leadership
Program (1961) Yes High Very High No

Dynamics of
Moral Leadership
(1957) Yes High Very High No

Character
Guidance Program
(1948) Yes Very High Very High No

Source:  Adapted from Gregory J. Dierker, “Core Values: A History of Values-Related Initiatives in the Air Force” (thesis, Air Force
Institute of Technology, September 1997), 154–55.
a The ethical environment includes policies, processes (systems), and procedures.



nega tive side, changes in clude “a re duced
em pha sis on char ac ter de vel op ment and the
greatly re duced role that the chap lain plays in 
these values- related ini tia tives”7 (see ta ble 1).

A Paradigm Shift
from Character?

Our first task is to fix organizations; individual
character development is possible, but it is not a
goal.

—Little Blue Book

With this bold state ment, the Lit tle Blue
Book de clares a de cided shift in em pha sis. It
also notes that “long be fore we seek to im ple -
ment a char ac ter de vel op ment pro gram, we
must thor oughly evalu ate and, where nec es -
sary, fix our poli cies, pro cesses and pro ce -
dures.” 8  The Gu ru’s Guide  dis misses and mud -

dies the char ac ter9 is sue even fur ther:
“Char ac ter de vel op ment will proba bly take
place . . . but that will be a happy by prod uct
and not a stra te gic goal.”10 This is con fus ing at 
best, a para digm shift at worst.

Through out his tory, peo ple who have
served in the mili tary have al ways known that 
ef fec tive ness and suc cess rest far more on the
moral qual ity of of fi cers and other per son nel
than on tech ni cal ex per tise.11 Gen Na than
Twin ing, former Air Force chief of staff, wrote
that “tech ni cal pro fi ciency alone is not
enough.”12  The best weap ons money can buy
are lit er ally worth less un less one has peo ple
who can think criti cally and use them prop -
erly. One also needs mili tary lead ers who are
wor thy of honor and trust. As Col An thony E.
Har tle of West Point writes, “Per sons of
strong char ac ter are the ul ti mate re source for
any mili tary or gani za tion.” 13  His tori cally,
char ac ter and com pe tence have been foun da -
tions of pro fes sion al ism and lead er ship. “The
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The chapel at the US Air Force Academy. The founders of the Academy clearly recognized the significance of healthy
spiritual life in the formation of balanced officers.



es sence of pro fes sion al ism,” writes Lewis
Sorely, “is char ac ter.”14 “In over 500 in ter -
views with mili tary gen eral of fi cers, Dr. Ed gar 
Puryear found that the most im por tant qual -
ity in lead er ship with out ex cep tion was char -
ac ter.”15

Per sonal and pro fes sional char ac ter de vel -
op ment is es sen tial be cause the or gani za tion
con sists of the char ac ters of its in di vid ual
mem bers. In ter est ingly, the two na tion ally
known ex perts in this area, Dr. W. Ed wards
Dem ing and Dr. Ste phen  Covey, be lieve that
both or gani za tions and peo ple need to be
changed. Fur ther, Dr. Covey states that peo -
ple should be changed first: “Not only must
per sonal change pre cede or gan iza tional
change, but per sonal qual ity must pre cede or -
gan iza tional qual ity.”1 6

Ti tle 10, US Code Armed Forces, un der -
scores the im por tance of in di vid ual char ac ter 
de vel op ment: “All com mand ing of fi cers and
oth ers in author ity in the Air Force are re -
quired to show in them selves a good ex am ple 
of vir tue, honor, pa tri ot ism, and sub or di na -
tion; to be vigi lant in in spect ing the con duct
of all per sons who are placed un der their
com mand; to guard against and sup press all
dis so lute and im moral prac tices.”17

What has changed so that char ac ter de vel -
op ment is no longer im por tant? Air Force
Man ual (AFM) 50- 21, Liv ing for Lead er ship,
notes that its pur pose is “to as sist you in de -
vel op ing your char ac ter in terms of that ideal
which is proper to the Ameri can tra di tion.”18

One also sees a pos si ble para digm shift in
the de mand for “faith in the sys tem.” Surely
faith is the wrong term to use here: our faith
can be placed in a high prin ci ple or a Su preme 
Be ing but not a “sys tem.” One can abuse and
un der mine a sys tem; moreo ver, a sys tem
(e.g., a bu reauc racy) al lows one to main tain
ap pear ances, all the while per mit ting per -
sonal fail ings and abuses. Shouldn’t we re turn 
to an em pha sis on per sonal and pro fes sional
char ac ter? We can place our trust in in di vidu -
als of strong and hon or able char ac ter but not
in a sys tem. Peo ple who think we have by -
passed the need for char ac ter be cause we are
in a revo lu tion in mili tary af fairs (RMA)
should think again.

Minimizing Chaplain
Involvement?

In the sec tion of the Lit tle Blue Book en ti -
tled “The Core Val ues Strat egy,” the very first
as sump tion puts a fence around chapel pro -
grams: “The Core Val ues Strat egy ex ists in de -
pend ently of and does not com pete with
Chapel pro grams.”19 Shouldn’t chap lains
work in con cert with the core val ues strat egy
rather than re main sepa rated from it? Chap -
lains were origi nally char tered to work in ar -
eas con cern ing char ac ter. Early on, the Air
Force de fined the func tion of the chap lain as
fol lows: “pri mar ily a min is ter of re lig ion, and
as such is the ad vi sor to the com mand ing gen -
eral or com mand ing of fi cer on all mat ters
per tain ing to the re lig ious life, mor als and
character- building fac tors within a given
com mand.” 20  By ig nor ing the spiri tual di -
men sion,21 we may be adopt ing what Yale law 
pro fes sor Ste phen L. Car ter calls a “cul ture of
dis be lief” simi lar to the rest of so ci ety that
ridi cules, dis dains, and mocks peo ple who are 
se ri ous about spiri tual mat ters.2 2

Clearly, the spiri tual di men sion can pro -
vide posi tive mo ti va tion to do what is right.
Spiri tual roots can pro vide a solid foun da -
tion, a mo ti va tion, and a sense of mean ing
and pur pose to do what is right. “Char ac ter
edu ca tion can be hol low and mis lead ing
when taught within a cur ricu lum that is si lent 
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Historically, all the service
academies have emphasized

character development, and the Air
Force Academy and the Naval

Academy have formed departments
to address this topic. Ironically, the

overall Air Force appears to be
moving in another direction.



about re lig ion.” 23 There are con se quences
when radi cal secu lar ism or a “cul ture of dis -
be lief” reigns. Ac cord ing to Wil liam Ben nett, 
“What ever your faith—or even if you have
none at all—it is a fact that when mil lions of
peo ple stop be liev ing in God, or when their
be lief is so at tenu ated as to be be lief in name
only, enor mous pub lic con se quences fol low. 
And when this is ac com pa nied by an aver sion 
to spiri tual lan guage by the po liti cal and in -
tel lec tual class the pub lic con se quences are
even greater.”2 4

The Lit tle Blue Book and the Gu ru’s Guide
say noth ing posi tive about spiri tu al ity or re -
lig ion, al though they clearly set a tone in sev -
eral ar eas of what re lig ion is not to do. For ex -
am ple, “Mili tary pro fes sion als must
re mem ber that re lig ious choice is a mat ter of
in di vid ual con science.”25 Why not in clude a
bal anc ing state ment such as, “Com mand ers
should sup port and en cour age their sub or di -
nates to de velop their spiri tu al ity.” This is a
mat ter of free ex er cise of re lig ion and a rec -
og ni tion of the posi tive role played by re lig -
ion among an over whelm ing number of mili -
tary per son nel. Al though this docu ment is
not bla tantly big oted or an tire lig ious, it
seems ig no rant of the spiri tual do main.

The Lit tle Blue Book and the Gu ru’s Guide
ig nore how spiri tual as pects can be a posi tive
part of this whole pro cess. We can look to the
USAF Acad emy for an ex am ple.2 6 Spe cifi cally,
the acade my’s Char ac ter De vel op ment Man ual
states that “the found ers of the Acad emy
clearly rec og nized the sig nifi cance of healthy
spiri tual life in the for ma tion of bal anced of -
fi cers. That is why we have the Spiri tual/Ethi -
cal Do main. Al though the spiri tual as pect is
not man da tory, it pro vides many ca dets with
a strong mo ti va tion for char ac ter de vel op -
ment.”2 7

In a re cent ar ti cle in Air power Jour nal, Col
Char les R. My ers does an ad mi ra ble job of de -
fend ing core val ues from some un war ranted
at tacks.28 By fram ing the struc ture of mo ral ity 
in the con text of moral rea son ing, he mar -
ginal izes the im por tance of the af fec tive do -
main that gives one pur pose and mo ti va tion
to do the right thing. Do ing the right thing
when we would rather not may be the $64

ques tion in eth ics. How do we have the mo ti -
va tion to do the right thing? How do we have
a change of dis po si tion or a change of heart?
Ac cord ing to Plato, this “spir ited ele ment”
should not be ig nored.29

The Lit tle Blue Book’s func tion al ism seems
hol low and cries out for a deeper phi loso phy.
It pres ents the core val ues as purely func -
tional, with out any at ten tion to foun da tions
or deeper mo ti va tions that are es sen tial to
ethi cal un der stand ing and prac tice. Given the 
post mod ern ist move ment that is sweep ing
the aca demic and in tel lec tual cir cles of this
coun try, foun da tions are criti cally im por -
tant.3 0

Military Character Education:
More than Core Values

With out a doubt, core val ues are vi tal to to -
mor row’s Air Force. Char ac ter edu ca tion has
al ways in volved val ues. Core val ues and the
ethi cal en vi ron ment are only a part of char ac -
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Honor, Duty, Country—we must be faithful to these ideals
because the truth does matter, and character has been
(and must remain) an issue in the Air Force now, and as
we enter the twenty-first century.



ter de vel op ment. Ac cord ing to Air Force
Acad emy In struc tion 36- 158, Sup port ing Ca -
det Char ac ter De vel op ment, “char ac ter de vel -

op ment en com passes more than just the
Honor Code; it also in cludes the Air Force and 
Acad emy Core Val ues, Acad emy Char ac ter
De vel op ment Out comes, hu man re la tions,
eth ics, and moral and spiri tual de vel op -
ment.”3 1 Ad di tion ally, mili tary acade mies
were founded on the con cept of de vel op ing
vir tues.

Over the last five or six years, pub lic
schools have started to re turn to char ac ter
edu ca tion. His tori cally, all the serv ice acade -
mies have em pha sized char ac ter de vel op -
ment, and the Air Force Acad emy and the Na -
val Acad emy have formed de part ments to
ad dress this topic. Ironi cally, the over all Air
Force ap pears to be mov ing in an other di rec -
tion. “A much larger than ex pected number
of U.S. schools have in tro duced char ac ter
edu ca tion dur ing the 1993–1995 pe riod or
are pre par ing to do so soon. . . . The rapid
spread of char ac ter edu ca tion cur rently un -
der way rep re sents a re turn to the tra di tional
role of schools as one of socie ty’s most im por -
tant in sti tu tions for de vel op ing good char ac -
ter in young peo ple.” 3 2

The point is that core val ues are im por tant, 
but they are not suf fi cient. They can not take
the place of com pre hen sive char ac ter de vel -
op ment. Char ac ter edu ca tion is a com pre -
hen sive, mul ti fac eted ap proach to moral de -
vel op ment.3 3

The Core Val ues Pro gram is a good first
step in one area of char ac ter de vel op ment. If
we are truly con cerned about the Air Force of
the twenty- first cen tury, we can and must do
much more. First, we should make char ac ter
de vel op ment a pri mary fo cus—not merely a
stra te gic goal or just an other pro gram.34 Sec -
ond, the Air Force should start with its
number- one cri te rion for se lec tion and pro -
mo tion: strong and hon or able char ac ter.35

“Good peo ple ar en’t al ways good sol diers, but 
good sol diers are al ways good peo ple.”36

Third, we must adopt com pre hen sive
character- development ar chi tec ture that in -
cludes teach ing vir tues and eth ics—es pe cially
the car di nal vir tues37 and the de vel op ment of
con science, ethi cal rea son ing, and de ci sion
mak ing.3 8 Fourth, we should work to gether
with chap lains, ac knowl edge the im por tance
of the spiri tual di men sion, and use the Chap -
lain Corps in a posi tive man ner.3 9  Fifth, we
need a follow- on docu ment to the Lit tle Blue
Book that de line ates our lead er ship and char -
ac ter phi loso phies in the same way the Ma -
rine Corps does it in its Fleet Ma rine Forces
Manu als. Sixth, we need to en cour age and
sup port the re turn to char ac ter edu ca tion in
pub lic schools, which has strong bi par ti san
sup port. Sev enth, we should ini ti ate a com -
pre hen sive study simi lar to Eth ics in the US Air
Force: 1988  to as sess our strengths and weak -
nesses.4 0

A re turn to char ac ter de vel op ment with
more chap lain in volve ment as a stra te gic goal 
and a pri mary fo cus will be nei ther an easy
task nor a pana cea—but it is the right thing to
do. Char ac ter is more than a pro gram. It must
be as im por tant as the weap ons we build and
even our budget to tal ob li ga tion author ity. It
is the cor ner stone of our most im por tant as -
set—peo ple! We must be faith ful to the ide als
of Honor, Duty, Coun try41 be cause the truth
does mat ter, and char ac ter has been (and
must re main) an is sue in the Air Force now,
and as we en ter the twenty- first cen tury.  
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“Good people aren’t always good
soldiers, but good soldiers are

always good people.”
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32–33. The USAF Academy’s Design for Spiritual Development
(Colorado Springs, Colo.: US Air Force Academy, 1994) states that
“character education must strike a careful compromise between
eliminating religion and teaching faith. It needs to be recognized
that character education should never be seen as a replacement
for religion or as an instrument of religion” (page 2).

40. Col Robert S. Ainslie et al., Ethics in the US Air Force: 1988
(Maxwell AFB, Ala.: Air University Press, February 1990).

41. Dr. Toner has developed a concept that places character
and ethical principle first, arguing that “Duty, Honor, Country” is 
neither clear enough nor sufficient. See True Faith and Allegiance,
65–70.

Here in Amer ica we are de scended in blood and in spirit
from revo lu tion ists and reb els—men and women who dare
to dis sent from ac cepted doc trine. As their heirs, may we
never con fuse hon est dis sent with dis loyal sub ver sion.

       —Gen Dwight D. Eis en hower   
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